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Members of the Holy Cross Academy 
FIRST® LEGO® League (FLL) robot-
ics team presented their prize-winning 

project to Oneida Mayor Max Smith on Tuesday. 
When the HCA team heard this year’s competi-
tion theme was Nature’s Fury, they immediately 
thought of the Oneida flood last summer. The team 
set to work inventing a water filtration system that 
flood victims could construct themselves easily, 
quickly and cheaply.

“What a fascinating and innovative idea,” Mayor 
Smith said after hearing the team’s presentation. 
He said although Oneida was fortunate to receive 
literally truckloads of bottled water from various 
donors, he could see the robotics team’s inven-
tion benefitting victims of disasters like the recent 
typhoon in the Philippines where relief was not 
so readily available. “People could immediately 
implement this design in disaster situations,” he 
said.

The eight-student team ranging in age from 
10 to 15 created and tested three prototype wa-
ter filters before settling on what they called the 
H2Only. When they tested earlier versions, they 
found the filter layers of gravel, activated charcoal, 
and sand mixed together making the filter ineffec-
tive. Finally, they discovered an easily replaceable 
component that would prevent the materials from 
mingling. The team stressed that people using this 
system still must boil the filtered water to remove 
microbes and parasites. With commonly avail-
able objects and a simple design, this filter can be 
made quickly and costs only $32.50 according to 
the team’s pricing research at Lowe’s. The team 
also looked at other water filtration systems now 
available and have not found any that match their 
own design, though they cannot yet publicize their 
exact innovation due to patent regulations.

On Nov. 24 the team, calling themselves the 
Flaming Chinchillas, presented their project at 
the FLL Regional Qualifier at Herkimer County 
Community College competing with 17 other area 
robotics teams. They won the Judges’ Award for 
the Most Practical Innovation, achieved perfect 
scores on the competition’s Core Values, and even 
received a Silent Judge’s award for teamwork and 
Gracious Professionalism. The team advanced 
to the FLL Regional Competition at SUNYIT on 
Dec. 7 where they contended with 24 other teams 
and won the Most Innovative Solution Award.

 “This year’s team has been exceptional. They truly embody the Core Value: 
‘What we discover is more important than what we win’. I am confident the 
Flaming Chinchillas will do well.”

~Team Lead Coach Tandi Paugh, an engineer and mom of two students at HCA


